Childhood sexual abuse by a family member, salivary cortisol, and homicidal behavior of female prison inmates.
Little is understood about neuropathophysiology and neuroendocrinology associated with childhood sexual abuse by a family member in females who commit homicide. To determine if females sexually abused by a family member as a child also experienced more childhood physical abuse, had more neurological histories including traumatic brain injuries (TBIs), displayed more homicidal behaviors, and had abnormal diurnal variation in the stress hormone cortisol compared with females not sexually abused by a family member. A cross-sectional study was conducted with 137 female inmates, including 9 murderers and 12 noncriminal females, with logistic regression statistical analysis comparing females who have (n = 60) and have not (n = 89) been sexually abused by a family member, as determined by Muenzenmaier's Childhood Abuse Scale. Final multivariate logistic regression model controlling for higher numbers of incarcerated adult family members (odds ratio [OR] = 1.63, p = .01) revealed that female victims of childhood sexual abuse by a family member experienced more childhood physical abuse (OR = 1.09, p = .05), experienced more TBIs (OR = 1.49, p = .01), and displayed increased violent behaviors including homicide (OR = 1.67, p = .05) compared with those not sexually abused by a family member. In univariate analysis, females sexually abused by a family member also experienced more sexual abuse by a non-family member (OR = 1.21, p = .036), more hospital visits for abuse injuries (OR = 1.27, p = .03), and more recent abuse (OR = .95, p = .008). Childhood sexual abuse by a family member was related significantly to decreased diurnal cortisol variation (OR = .087, p = .044) when controlling for number of years since last abuse, number of incarcerated adult family members, body mass index, depression, and TBIs. Risks associated with sexual abuse by a family member should be considered for individuals and policies to prevent potential homicide by those who experienced it. Further study is needed.